The Story of Goldilocks Told by Organizational Psychologists  by Balas-Timar, Dana & Lile, Ramona
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  203 ( 2015 )  239 – 243 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
ScienceDirect
1877-0428 © 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of the Scientific Committee of EPC-TKS 2015.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.08.288 
International Conference EDUCATION AND PSYCHOLOGY CHALLENGES - TEACHERS 
FOR THE KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY - 3RD EDITION, EPC-TKS 2015
The Story of Goldilocks Told by Organizational Psychologists 
Dana Balas-Timara*, Ramona Lileb
a Aurel Vlaicu University of Arad, B-dul Revolutiei, Arad, 310045, Romania 
b Aurel Vlaicu University of Arad, B-dul Revolutiei, Arad, 310045, Romania 
Abstract 
The Too-Much-of-a-Good-Thing Effect (TMGT) occurs when ordinarily beneficial antecedents/predictor variables reach 
inflection points after which their relations with desired outcomes/criterion variables cease to be linear and positive. It is 
undesirable to exceeding these inflection points because it leads either to no additional benefit or, to unwanted outcomes, like 
decreased organizational performance or high turnover. Recent research on demonstrating TMGT effect together with Goldilocks 
principle and nonlinear dynamics are putting organizational psychologists in a strange position, demonstrating that well known 
beneficial aspects of classical predictor variables used as a panacea in personnel management could bias organizational decisions. 
This article presents a case study of the curvilinear relationship between job performance and job satisfaction. This new nonlinear 
dynamic perspective questions previous meta-analysis findings on the monotonic relationship between job satisfaction and job 
performance in real work contexts. Methodological principles and inferences of actual research are discussed, together with 
offering suggestions for future development of nonlinear dynamics trend in organizational psychology. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of the Scientific Committee of EPC-TKS 2015. 
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1. The Goldilocks of organizational behaviour 
Advances in dynamic systems theory offers mathematical tools to examine chaos as an alternative explanation of 
the processes of change and organizational development. These advances were introduced in management and 
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organizational literature by Cheng and Van de Ven (1996). Authors stated that a dynamic model is one in which 
variables at a given time represent a function of the same variables at an earlier time. Nonlinearity presumes 
feedback loops that vary in strength (loose or tight coupling) and direction (positive or negative) in time between 
opposing forces or requests. Such nonlinear dynamic models are known to be dependent or sensitive to initial 
conditions, the sensitivity meaning that small initial differences in variable’s trajectories may increase the 
fluctuations in time, and as they move far from equilibrium they bifurcate (branching) in a variety of possible ways 
resembling a chaotic decision tree. In a chaotic state the branching pathways cannot be predicted as they represent 
newly spontaneously created structures emerging in an apparently random order. These chaotic processes own a 
hidden order which is usually a relatively simple nonlinear system of dynamic relationships between only a few 
variables (Eubank, S. and Farmer, D., 1990). 
Much recently, researchers are more and more prawn to explaining results using the Goldilocks principle stating 
that phenomenon, facts, actions and reactions must fall within certain margins, as opposed to reaching extremes. 
Derived from a children's story “The Three Bears” where a little girl named Goldilocks determines that one of bear 
is always too much in one extreme (too hot food or too large bed), one is too much in the opposite extreme (too cold 
food or too small bed), and one is "just right", the principle is applied across many disciplines. 
In cognitive science, the Goldilocks effect or principle refers to an infant's preference to attend to events which 
are neither too simple nor too complex according to their current representation of the world. Infants implicitly seek 
to maintain intermediate rates of information absorption and avoid wasting cognitive resources on overly simple or 
overly complex events (Kidd C., Piantadosi S. T. and Aslin R. N., 2012). Failure to be selective would waste 
precious computational resources on material that is already known (too simple) or unknowable (too complex).  
When statistically demonstrating the Goldilocks principle, nonlinear dynamics represents the best approach 
researchers have benefit of. The first attempt to critically analyze nonlinear dynamics in psychology is represented 
by the work of Guastello (2001). Author provides a survey of the applications of nonlinear dynamic systems theory 
to substantive problems encountered among others in the field of social and organizational psychology, discussing 
research findings in motivation theory, social cognition, interpersonal attraction, creative problem solving, 
leadership emergence and work group coordination (Guastello, S. J., 2001). In 2014, Guastello provides several 
remarks about nonlinear dynamical systems (NDS) models in psychology that researchers should understand and 
apply, in order to move the science forward (Guastello, S. J., 2014).  
A growing body of empirical evidence in the management literature suggests that antecedent variables widely 
accepted as leading to desirable consequences actually lead to negative outcomes. These increasingly pervasive 
theoretical findings in micro or macro research (multilevel theory perspective) and different management subfields 
(organizational behavior, strategic management), can be accounted for by a meta-theoretical principle called the too-
much-of-a-good-thing effect (TMGT effect). The TMGT effect occurs when ordinarily beneficial antecedents, the 
predictor variables, reach inflection points after which their relations with desired outcomes (criterion variables) 
cease to be linear and positive. Exceeding these inflection points is always undesirable because it leads either to no 
additional benefit or, worse, to undesirable outcomes, like decreased individual or organizational performance 
(Pierce J. R. and Aguinis H., 2013). 
Due to the TMGT effect, all seemingly monotonic positive relations reach context-specific inflection points after 
which the relations turn asymptotic and often negative, resulting in an overall pattern of curvilinear relationship. 
Pierce and Aguinis (2013) illustrate how the TMGT effect provides a meta-theoretical explanation for a host of 
seemingly puzzling results in key areas of organizational behavior (leadership, personality), human resource 
management (job design, personnel selection), entrepreneurship (new venture planning, firm growth rate), and 
strategic management (diversification, organizational slack).  
Studying organizational literature, one can observe that IO psychologists have produced a number of mixed and 
conflicting findings and theories, all of them methodologically correct. Under the umbrella presumption of linear 
relations, these mixed findings present a paradox because they suggest that, although not possible, at least two of the 
following three mutually exclusive inferences be true simultaneously: 
Inference A: Increases in beneficial antecedent X lead to increases in desired outcomes (rxy >0). 
Inference B: Increases in the same beneficial antecedent X have no impact on desired outcomes (rxy=0). 
Inference C: Increases in the same beneficial antecedent X lead to decreases in desired outcomes (rxy>0). 
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In other words, increasing X causes Y to increase (Inference A), not change (Inference B), and in some cases, 
decrease (Inference C), thus representing a paradox situation because each possibility is tenable in isolation, but 
their combinations are not. As Pierce and Aguinis (2013) have argued, TMGT elegantly solves this problem, 
proposing, that all seemingly positive monotonic causal relations (X o Y) reach a context-specific inflection point, 
I, after which they cease to be positive, resulting in a pattern of curvilinear relationship. The specific location of I on 
the X continuum depends on the particular context. The inflection points (bifurcations) are context specific because 
what is excessive in one context may be insufficient in another. Addressing the location of inflection points is the 
domain of relation-specific theorizing, or meso level research, for example at what specific point too much job 
satisfaction has no effect or even negative instead of positive job performance. Ultimately, the confirmation of 
Inference C means that the relation follows an inverted U-shaped pattern; whereas lack of confirmation of Inference 
C means that the relation follows an asymptotic pattern. In either case, increases in the focal antecedent lead to 
undesired outcomes, wasted energy and resources because there are no improvements or additional beneficial 
outcomes in spite of the increase in inputs (i.e., higher levels of the predictor variables). Ultimately, when Inference 
C does hold, increases in inputs lead to detrimental consequences, meaning the opposite of what is expected.  
The Goldilocks and the TMGT effect, can be theoretically explained by the multilevel theory perspective 
(Kozlowski, S. W. J. and Klein, K. J., 2000), metaphorically telling us that knowing how water molecules behave 
(individual level), does not entitle researchers to predict how wave behaves (organizational context), or even more, 
how the entire ocean will behave (organizational performance). When research is addressing the individual level 
(job satisfaction), the meso level (organizational context or climate) will create bifurcations that will ultimately 
imprint the macro level - overall organizational performance. One can find logically this direct and complex 
causality from individual factors to organizational performance and research so far acknowledges such causality, but 
we can also imagine things go backwards, meaning that also the overall organizational performance will be reflected 
down to the individual level, in such ways that may determine individual behavior. 
2. The curvilinear relationship between job satisfaction and job performance 
The relationship between job satisfaction and job performance has been a long and controversial academically 
dispute. Historically, since the Hawthorne studies, numerous researchers have critically examined the idea that "a 
happy worker is a productive worker". The first meta-analytical results of Iaffaldano and Muchinsky (1985) 
have found a weak connection, approximately .17, between job satisfaction and job performance.   
The meta-analysis study developed by Judge, Bono, Thoresen and Patton in 2001 has qualitatively extended the 
comprehensive networking patterns of the job performance and job satisfaction relationship. As authors state, 
studying the organizational literature, most research in the field of industrial and organizational psychology reached 
opposite results and conclusions contrary regarding the relationship between job performance and job satisfaction. 
Judge and collaborators have proposed seven relational models assuming the existence of a causal relationship, 
interdependence or lack of correlation between the two analyzed concepts: performance and job satisfaction. Judge, 
Thoreson, Bono, and Patton (2001) discovered that after correcting the sampling and measurement errors of 301 
studies, the correlation between job satisfaction and job performance increased to .30.  The connection between job 
satisfaction and job performance is higher for difficult jobs than for less difficult jobs (Saari, L. M. and Judge, T. A., 
2004).
Starting from the literature of job satisfaction – job performance relationship, we are proposing testing the 
dynamics between the two concepts of job satisfaction (individual level) and job performance (assessed by 
accomplishing team targets, the meso level) in a real work organizational context (overall 2014 organizational 
financial performance), from the multilevel theory perspective.  
Thus, the main purpose of this study is to highlight the relationship between job performance and job satisfaction 
inside a multinational automotive company from Arad (all 51 technical and administrative staff). These 
considerations lead to Hypothesis: Between job performance and job satisfaction there is a dynamic relationship. 
Under the nonlinear dynamic hypothesis (the inverted U shape), both poor job performance and equally excellent 
job performance will be associated with decreased job satisfaction, while average job performance is associated with 
a higher degree of job satisfaction (Balas-Timar, D., 2014; 2015). 
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We have tested the nonlinear dynamic relationship hypothesis through a content analysis and survey conducted in 
2014. The study was based on 2 quantitative methods. Job satisfaction survey (JSS) was the first scale that we have 
online administered and afterwards the job performance assessment was analyzed by hierarchical supervisors. The 
overall organizational financial performance was requested at the end of the financial year, in February 2015. 
One of the most widely used definitions of job satisfaction in organizational research is that of Locke (1976), 
who sees job satisfaction as a pleasurable or positive emotional state resulting from the appraisal of one's job or job 
experiences. As Spector’s research (1997) revealed, job satisfaction is assessed at both the global level (whether or 
not the individual is satisfied with the job overall), or at the facet level (whether or not the individual is satisfied 
with different aspects of the job). Spector (1997) lists 14 common facets: Appreciation, Communication, Coworkers, 
Fringe benefits, Job conditions, Nature of the work, Organization, Personal growth, Policies and procedures, 
Promotion opportunities, Recognition, Security, and Supervision. Job Satisfaction Survey (JSS) was developed by 
Paul Spector (JSS, Spector, 1985). JSS consists of 36 items describing nine subscales (4 items on each subscale). 
General job satisfaction score is calculated by summing all 36 responses. Thus, the score for each of the nine sub-
scales from varies from 4 to 24, and the total score, the sum of the 36 item, ranges from 36 to 216.  Items are 
declarative  and  are  evaluated  on  a  1  to  6  scale;  where  1  means  total  disapproval  and  6  strongly  agree  with  the  
statement. Some items are positively polarized, others negatively. Testing for reliability, we have found a Cronbach 
Alpha coefficient of 0,78, which indicates a good internal consistency of the scale (N=51) 
Job performance regards the appreciated performance on a 1 to 5 scale (where 1 stands for - does not meet 
standards and 5 for - exceeds standards) for the following aspects: 1) job specific knowledge, 2) quality/quantity of 
work, 3) communications, 4) interpersonal skills, 5) organization, planning and process thinking, 6) judgment and 
decision making, 7) customer satisfaction, 8) teamwork, 9) adaptability to change, 10) management of human 
resources (not required for non-supervisory associates) and 11) performance against objectives (optional – attach 
performance objectives). 
Archival data from 51 current employees who completed tests as part of the employment selection process are 
also included in this study. Data was gathered for job applicants being hired between 18.05.2010 and 16.09.2013. 
These archival data were collected in March 2014. Of the participants, 56.9% are male. Regarding the hiring year 
5.9% became employees in 2010, 19.6% became employees in 2011, 33% became employees in 2012 and 41.2 % 
became employees in 2013. Employees are aged between 25 and 39. The range of incomes varies from 1.800 Ron 
(Young graduate) to 37.957 Ron (Production Manager).   
In order to test our hypothesis that states that between job satisfaction and job performance there is a significant 
dynamic relationship, we have used a confirmatory factor analysis, based on multiple regression analysis for 
curvilinear effects (quadratic regression).  
Testing for normal distribution of data, for job satisfaction and job performance variables the Kolmogorov-
Smirnov coefficient is significant at a p value p > 0,05, which indicates normal distribution. Testing for 
multicollinearity, we have found tolerance of over 0,20 and VIF under 4, results that indicate that multicollinearity 
does not represent a problem. Running the Pearson correlation analysis (N=51), results indicate a negative 
correlation between job satisfaction (M=158,84; SD=6,373) and job performance (M=3,02; SD=0,786), r = - 0,331, 
at a p < 0,05, which methodologically allows us to proceed with confirmatory factor analysis.  
Testing for curvilinear relationship, we have used the hierarchical multiple regression, the independent variable 
being job performance, and the dependent variable in step 1 job satisfaction, and in step 2 squared job satisfaction. 
Regarding the statistically fitting of the two models, linear – Model 1, and curvilinear/ quadratic – Model 2, model 1 
the one that supposes linear relationship, job performance accounts for 11% (R Square) of the variance in job 
satisfaction with an F =  6,027 significant at a p < 0,05. In Model 2, the one that supposes curvilinear relationship, 
job performance accounts for 12% (R Square) of the variance in job satisfaction with an F =  3,515 significant at a p 
< 0,05. 
Changing of Beta sign from + to -, means that the effect is growing in the opposite direction, which clearly 
demonstrates the curvilinear relationship between job satisfaction and job performance. The additional incremental 
predictive capacity of 1 percents, added by including the squared job performance variable which is accounting for 
the band in the regression line, clearly prove that there is a dynamic relationship between job performance and job 
satisfaction.  
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This dynamic relationship demonstrates that extreme aspects (poor and excellent) of job performance decrease 
job satisfaction, while situating on the average job performance, gives employees incentives for job satisfaction. 
While confronting these results with the overall organizational financial performance for 2014, which proved a 
major profit loss, we may conclude that under the organization context of high financial loss, both poor and 
excellent job performance are associated with decrease job satisfaction, while situating on the average job 
performance, associates job satisfaction. Until now, we are not aware of any research proving this dynamic 
relationship between job satisfaction and job performance, thus, this study may help expanding the current body of 
knowledge on satisfaction-performance dynamics in real work organizational contexts. 
3. Conclusions  
This new methodological approach of determining the Beta coefficient significance based on confirmatory factor 
analysis using hierarchical multiple regression analysis, statistically recognizes curvilinear relationship by observing 
the  changing  sign  of  the  Beta  form  step  1  to  step  2.  If  both  coefficients  are  statistically  significant  and  Model  2  
brings incremental value to the overall fitting, than we are measuring an asymptotic/curvilinear relationship between 
the predictor variable and criterion variable. We must be fully aware of the fact that the beneficial aspect (job 
performance) is ceasing to produce the desired outcome (job satisfaction), on the contrary, it starts producing an 
unwanted outcome, decreased job satisfaction. This inference could throw many beneficial psychological factors 
into the “gray” zone, meaning that once acknowledging the TMGT effect in organizational contexts, one may 
carefully make inferences based on the fact that well-known beneficial aspects, under certain circumstances can lead 
you to other results than expected. 
Altogether, these findings prove the complex context of organizational research, which can no longer evolve 
under the monotonic relationships and imposed thresholds paradigms. As the TMGT effect suggests, researchers in 
the field of organizational psychology should hypothesize and test the possibility that relatively high levels of 
otherwise beneficial antecedents (excellent job performance) may lead to unexpected or undesired outcomes (like 
decreased job satisfaction), in a particular organizational context.     
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